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This Is “Compassion?”
Bush Budget Raises Rents for Poorest Americans

Dear Democratic Colleague:

The President’s 2004 budget — the same budget that includes large tax cuts mainly
benefitting America’s most fortunate — includes a provision to charge higher rents to the poorest
tenants of federally subsidized housing. This may be among the starkest examples of the
Administration’s flawed budget priorities.

Under current law, residents of federally subsidized housing generally pay a maximum of
30 percent of their monthly income in rent. Local public housing authorities have the option to
charge families with little or no cash income a “minimum rent” of no more than $50 a month.
Housing authorities have the flexibility to set minimum rents below $50 a month, and many of
them do so. They also can exempt families from paying the minimum rent in hardship
circumstances, including job loss, possibility of eviction, illness, or a death in the family.

All of that would change under the President’s budget. While President Bush repeatedly
touts the virtues of state and local control and flexibility, his rent provision undermines these
principles at the expense of families on the bottom rungs of the economic ladder. The
President’s budget forces local housing authorities to increase the minimum rents they charge the
lowest-income able-bodied tenants of assisted housing to “at least” $50 a month, without regard
to the tenants’ ability to pay. Under the President’s plan, local housing authorities can even
charge more than $50, undermining the decades-old standard that limits rental payments to no
more than 30 percent of income. The President’s plan removes local flexibility to create
hardship exemptions. Instead, his plan puts the burden on families that cannot afford the new
minimum rent to appeal to the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development for an exemption.

The mission of subsidized housing is simple: to provide safe shelter to people who could
not otherwise afford it. The Administration’s proposal undermines this mission and reduces
local control in the process. While the Administration argues that this provision “is intended to
promote work,” stable housing is in fact an important prerequisite for getting and keeping a job.



At the same time the President proposes to increase rents paid by the poorest tenants, his
budget erodes subsidies to local housing authorities for operating costs not covered by rental
income. The $3.6 billion in the budget for operating subsidies represents a freeze at the 2003
enacted level and is $40 million below the amount needed to maintain purchasing power at the
2002 level.

The new minimum rent requirement looks even worse in the context of the President’s
overall budget. The budget puts forth policies that will lead to reduced federal funding in the
future for Medicaid and Section 8 housing assistance. The budget also reduces funding in future
years, in inflation-adjusted terms, for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and subsidized
child care for low-wage workers. The Administration’s minimum rent proposal thus appears to
be part of a larger pattern of shrinking the traditional federal commitment to a safety net for
society’s most vulnerable members. The attached editorial from The New York Times discusses
the rent requirement in the larger context of the budget.

Sincerely,

John M. Spratt, Jr.
Ranking Member
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